Workers' Perspectives On Mandated Employer Health Insurance
A new law in California brings employer mandates into the national spotlight for the first time in a decade.
by Claudia L. Schur, Marc L. Berk, and Jill M. Yegian ABSTRACT: There is renewed discussion of using employer mandates as a strategy for decreasing the number of uninsured Americans. California recently passed the Health Insurance Act of 2003, the first state-based "play-or-pay" legislation in nearly a decade. To better understand workers' perceptions, the California HealthCare Foundation commissioned NORC at the University of Chicago to conduct a survey to assess workers' views on mandated employer coverage. We found that the vast majority of workers support such a mandate-regardless of whether they are insured-although there is some variation regarding how extensive the mandate should be. Large-scale efforts to expand coverage through the workplace have received little attention since the mid-1990s. Recently, however, discussion has reemerged. Employment-based coverage is a centerpiece of several Democratic presidential candidates' health care reform proposals. 2 Also, California recently passed the Health Insurance Act of 2003, the first state-based "play-or-pay" legislation in almost a decade. Known as SB 2, the law requires that employers pay a fee to a state fund that will provide coverage to their workers; those employers offering qualifying coverage (the "play" option) will receive a credit against the fee. The legislation phases in over time, with initial implementation scheduled for 1 January 2006 for the largest firms (those with at least 200 workers). 3 There is little precedent to date for successful state-based efforts to mandate employer-sponsored coverage, in part because the 1974 Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) effectively preempted state regulation of such coverage. In 1974 Hawaii became the first state to require employers to provide health insurance to employees; it is the only state with a mandate currently in force. 4 Massachusetts, Oregon, and Washington all passed versions of employer mandates in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but a variety of economic, legal, and political obstacles impeded their implementation. 5 A decade after the last serious discussion of mandating employer-based coverage, the debate under way in California remains much the same. 6 Proponents see it as building on the familiarity with and efficiencies of the current system, and one of the few effective means of increasing the availability of health insurance coverage without a sizable increase in governmental involvement or costs. Detractors argue that it will raise health insurance premiums for everyone and, by raising the costs of hiring, could lead to reductions in wages and employment levels. To better understand how workers perceive the debate, the California HealthCare Foundation commissioned NORC at the University of Chicago to conduct a survey to assess workers' views on requiring employers to offer coverage. This paper reports on the results from the survey.
Methods
The survey field work was implemented by International Communications Research (ICR) as part of a larger survey that asks a core set of demographic questions and then adds additional questions from a number of separate funders. The survey was conducted by telephone during the period 25 November-16 December 2003. Using random-digit dialing, 1,479 respondents nationally who met eligibility criteria for the study were interviewed. California residents were oversampled, resulting in a California sample of 538 respondents. To be considered eligible for the survey, respondents had to be ages 18-64 and employed, or have an employed spouse in that age group. Respondents were asked a series of questions concerning their views on mandated employer health coverage. 7 The ICR survey makes up to four attempts to call each number. The calls are made at different times and on both weekdays and weekends. The survey randomly selects a single respondent within each selected household. The methodology employed is similar to that used for political polling. The short field period does not allow the achievement of a response rate that would be comparable to those of government-sponsored surveys with field periods of several months. ICR weights the data to ensure a survey that is nationally representative with respect to key demographic variables. Estimates discussed below are weighted. Where noted, differences in the distribution of responses are statistically significant using a chi-square test at the .05 percent level.
Findings
Overall, in both California and the country as a whole, approximately half of working-age adults indicated that they thought all employers should be required to offer health insurance to all employees (Exhibit 1). One-quarter opted for a less inclusive mandate, saying that employers should be required to offer coverage but only to certain employees, such as those who are permanent and work full time. Another 10 percent voiced support for a mandate but only for large employers. Only 13 percent in California and 10 percent in the country as a whole thought that employers should not be required to provide insurance to their employees.
In general, groups that are traditionally more likely to be disenfranchised within the health care system were more likely to be in favor of a full mandate on employers (that is, all employers and all employees); this pattern was observed for people with lower incomes and less education and for Latinos both in California and nationally (Exhibit 2). Although blacks voiced a particularly strong opinion in favor of mandates nationally (with 79 percent supporting a full mandate), their support was no stronger than average in California. The uninsured were somewhat more likely than those who were already covered were to support a full mandate, but the difference was not as large as for other groups. For the country as a whole, residents of the South were more likely than residents of the West to support the strongest mandate, although there was no overall difference between California residents and those in the remaining states.
Of those who voiced support for a requirement on employers to provide health insurance (whether full or limited), 65 percent of California residents and 70 percent of U.S. residents overall stated that employers should be required to pay for most of the cost of health insurance premiums for their employees. 8 There was relatively little variation across subgroups in response to this question, with the exception of blacks, who were the strongest proponents of requiring employers to subsidize premiums.
The vast majority of respondents who supported an employer mandate of some sort (81 percent in California, 85 percent in the whole country) were in favor of including coverage for dependents in the requirement. Support for dependent coverage was uniform across all subgroups except the insured, who voiced stronger support for the requirement than the uninsured did. There was no difference in support between California residents and all other states, although, looking at the country as a whole, those living in nonmetropolitan areas were less likely than urban dwellers to be in favor of the requirement. And four-fifths of those supporting mandated dependent coverage also felt that employers should pay for some of the premium cost for dependents (in both California and the country as a whole). People ages 55-64 (compared with those ages 18-44) and the insured (compared with the uninsured) were more likely to think that employers should contribute to premiums for dependent coverage.
Respondents were also asked whether they thought low-wage workers should get extra help in paying for their health insurance coverage and, if so, whether the assistance should come from employers or the government. Of those in favor of at least some employer mandate, three-quarters (74 percent in California, 73 percent in the country as a whole) were in favor of such assistance, with some preference voiced for government aid (42 percent in California) over help from employers (32 percent in California). Those with the lowest incomes (less than $25,000 annually) and the uninsured were most interested in government help, while the insured expressed the most support for having that assistance come from employers. This may indicate worry on the part of those who feel more vulnerable in their work situation about negative consequences for workers if the burden on employers increased. Compared with workers in other regions, workers in the Northeast were also more likely to think that employers should assist low-income workers with premium costs. Although workers were interested in government assistance for low-income workers, they were less supportive of government intervention in choosing their benefits. In terms of the types of benefits that health insurance should provide, about half of workers (55 percent in California and 52 percent nationally) believed that they should decide, slightly less than one-quarter of workers in California and nationally thought that their employer should choose, and only 16 percent in California and 18 percent nationwide wanted the federal or state government in charge.
When asked about what might happen to wages and employment if employermandated coverage was implemented, 81 percent of California residents thought that there would be some effect, slightly less than the 86 percent of all U.S. workers who foresaw an impact (Exhibit 3). 9 Of interest, those with the lowest incomes, blacks, the uninsured, and the least educated were least likely to think that there would be an overall employment or wage effect. Looking at the entire country, workers in the Northeast and North Central regions were more likely than those in the South or West to expect a labor market impact.
When asked about the impact on their own or their spouse's job, a much smaller proportion thought that there would be an effect. Again, a lower proportion of low-income workers, those with less education, and blacks expected an effect. In the country overall, there was no difference between the insured and the uninsured in their perspectives on either of these issues. However, the uninsured in California were much less likely than the insured to expect an overall labor market effect as a result of an employer mandate, but they were just as likely as the insured to expect an effect on their own situation. 
Discussion
The passage of California's Health Insurance Act of 2003 could indicate renewed political and legislative interest in mandated employer health insurance as a means of increasing insurance coverage in the United States. Although strong and widespread support for a mandate is evident from our survey, opinion is varied on the specific provisions that should be part of a mandate.
Questions about which employers are subject to the mandate and what types of employees are covered are the most fundamental. Legislative mandates often exempt smaller firms and part-time or temporary workers, to avoid imposing undue 10 Although California's mandate would cover many parttime workers and those without substantial job tenure, there would still be gaps in coverage affecting certain workers. 11 Other issues on which there remain differences of opinion include coverage of dependents, the extent of employers' premium contributions, and how to ensure that low-wage workers can take up offered benefits. Despite general support for mandated health benefits, these differences of opinion may help to propel referendum efforts to repeal SB 2 in California and may thwart national legislation to place these types of requirements on employers. 12 The disconnect between workers' views on how a mandate would affect overall wages and employment and how they perceive that it would affect their own situation is of particular interest. Across all population subgroups, many more workers think that a mandate is more likely to affect others than to affect their own job or pay. Interestingly, subgroups most likely to be affected by wage reductions or layoffs-including the lowest-paid and least educated workers-are least likely to perceive this potential effect. If an employer mandate is implemented and these workers experience adverse labor market effects, their support for the requirement could erode.
In a recent Field Poll of California voters, two-thirds of respondents initially expressed support for SB 2.
13 After they were "briefed" on arguments for and against the legislation, though, there was considerable shifting of support in both directions, and overall support fell to 53 percent. It is not clear from this exercise whether increased understanding of the issues will decrease support in the long run, but clearly any referendum to repeal the legislation will open up a major debate with no predictable winner.
A recent national survey focusing on issues facing voters shows that Americans are extremely worried about health care: Affordable health care tied with terrorism and national security for second place on the list of priorities.
14 And about three-quarters of voters said that the health care system does not meet most people's needs. Support for mandated coverage may reflect increasing anxiety among Americans as they observe-and experience-the effects of increasing medical care costs. If so, support for mandated coverage may continue unless alternative solutions address underlying concerns. 
